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SUBJECT: ALLEGED CIA ACTIVITY IN INDIA. 

1 . THE TEXT OF THE OUTSIDE MAGAZINE ARTICLE ON ALLEGED CIA 
ACTIVITY IN INDIA FOLLOWS: BEGIN TEXT - THE PRISTINE, 

UPPER REACHES OF THE INDIAN HIMALAYA HOLD A DEADLY SECRET. 
DURING A 1965 SPY MISSION THE U.S. CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE 
AGENCY (CIA) LOST A SNAP GENERATOR ON A MOUNTAINSIDE IN 
INDIA'S UTTAR PRADESH STATE, AND THIS NUCLEAR POWER PACK, 
FILLED WITH PLUTONIUM-238, IS STILL THERE. UNTIL THE PLU- 
TONIUM DETERIORATES, WHICH MAY TAKE CENTURIES, THE DEVICE 
WILL REMAIN A RADIOACTIVE MANACE THAT COULD LEAK INTO THE 
HIMALAYAN SNOW AND INFILTRATE THE INDIAN RIVER SYSTEM 
THROUGH THE HEADWATERS OF THE GANGES. IT IS A HAZARDOUS 
SITUATION" SAYS DR. ARTHUR TAMPLIN, A BIOPHYSICIST FORMERLY 
WITH THE ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION. EVERY EFEORT SHOULD BE 
MADE TO RECOVER IT. I DON'T UNDERSTAND WHY THAT WASN'T 
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DONE RIGHT AWAY." THE U.S. GOVERNMENT GAVE UP ITS SEARCH 
FOR THE DEVICE AFTER A SHORT-TERM FECKLESS EFEORT. INSTEAD, 
AIDED BY SOME OE AMERICA'S BEST MOUNTAIN CLIMBERS, THE CIA 
COVERTLY PLACED A SECOND SNAP GENERATOR ON ANOTHER INDIAN 
MOUNTAIN WHERE, AFTER SERVING THE AGENCY'S PURPOSES, IT 
ALSO WAS ABANDONED. THE FOLLOWING ARTICLE IS THE EIRST 
PUBLIC ACCOUNT OF THE ENTIRE MISADVENTURE. IT IS BASED ON 

INFORMATION FROM EIGHT OF 14 MOUNTAINEERS WHO PARTICI- 
PATED IN THE PROJECT AND FROM THREE SOURCES IN THE U.S. 


Sheryl P. Walter Declassified/Released US Department of State EO Systematic Review 20 Mar 2014 



Sheryl P. Walter Declassifled/Released US Department of State EO Systematic Review 20 Mar 2014 


INTELLIGENCE COMMUNITY. A PACK LOADED WITH A HEAVY METAL 
CONTRAPTION MAKES NO SENSE FOR AN ASCENT INTO THE ICY, 

THIN AIR OE THE HIMALAYA. BUT THIS PACK WAS SPECIAL. IT 
RADIATED A WARMTH THAT SEEMED TO CLING EVEN AFTER THE 
PACK WAS REMOVED. AL THE INDIAN PORTERS WANTED TO CARRY 
IT. THE AMERICANS, WHO KNEW WHAT WAS INSIDE, WERE A 
LITTLE LESS ENTHUSIASTIC. THEY WEREN'T SURE HOW MANY 
RADIOACTIVE ISOTOPES WERE LEAKING OUT WITH THE HEAT. THE 
CLIMBERS WERE CONVOYING PARTS FOR A 125-POUND TRACKING 
DEVICE THEY HOPED TO ASSEMBLE AND MOUNT ATOP NANDA DEVI, 
ONE OF THE TALLEST PEAKS IN INDIA. THEY WERE THE WORK- 
HORSES FOR A CIA OPERATION TO EAVESDROP ACROSS THE BORDER 
INTO CHINA. INSIDE THE PACK WAS THE LATEST IN CIA TECH- 
NOLOGY; A NUCLEAR SNAP GENERATOR TO POWER THE TRACKING 
DEVICE. THE CIA TEAM HAD STARTED UP NANDA DEVI AFTER 
THE AUTUMN MONSOONS OF 1965. BUT RAZOR-SHARP WINDS AND 
UNSEASONAL STORMS DELAYED THEM AND THEN WINTER'S APPROACH 
FORCED THEM TO RETREAT SHORT OF THE TOP. INTENDING TO 
RETURN IN SPRING TO FINISH THE MISSION, THEY EOUND A 
SHELTERED CRANNY ON THE SOUTHERN LEE OF THE MOUNTAIN 
AND STASHED THE SPECIAL PACK. NOT UNTIL THE NEXT SPRING 
DID THEY DISCOVER THEIR MISCALCULATION. THE CIA GIMMICK- 
RY HAD BEEN LOST IN A CAPRICIOUS WINTER AVALANCHE. THE 
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GLACIERS OF NANDA DEVIARE ARE PART OF THE HEADWATERS OF 
THE GANGES, THE HOLY RIVER FOR 450 MILLION HINDUS. FOR 
THE CIA TO HAVE CONTAMINATED INDIA'S HALLOWED WATERS WITH 
PLUTONIUM, OR EVEN TO HAVE RISKED THAT POSSIBILITY, WAS 
AN UNPRECEDENTED BREACH OE THE UNWRITTEN INTERNATIONAL 
NUCLEAR CODE. THE INCIDENT COULD HAVE BEEN EAR MORE 
POLITICALLY EMBARRASSING THAN THE RADIOACTIVE POLLUTION 
THE SOVIET UNION'S COSMOS 954 SATELLITE DOWNED ON NORTH- 
WEST CANADA IN JANUARY I978-EXCEPT THAT THE CIA WAS ABLE 
TO KEEP ITS MISHAP COVERED UP. THE NANDA DEVI PROJECT 
BEGAN AS A SORT OF HIGHMINDED COMPROMISE. CHINA HAD EX- 
PLODED A NUCLEAR BOMB AT LOP NOR IN BARREN SINKIANG PRO- 
VINCE ON OCTOBER I6TH, 1964. IT WAS CHINA'S FIRST NU- 
CLEAR SUCCESS AND ITS REVERBERATIONS WERE EELT IN WASH- 
INGTON. THE U.S. REACTION WAS DIVIDED INTO TWO CAMPS. 

AT THE PENTAGON THERE WAS A TEMPORARY "RED ALERT" WHILE 
THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF, AFRAID THAT CHINA WAS ON THE 
VERGE OF A MILITARY OFFENSIVE, ARGUED EOR A PREVENTIVE 
FIRST STRIKE. AT THE STATE DEPARTMENT THE MORIBUND CHI- 
NESE DESK SAW AN OPPORTUNITY TO OPEN UP TALKS WITH PEKING. 
PRESIDENT LYNDON JOHNSON DISMISSED BOTH IDEAS AS OPPOSITE 
EXTREMES AND INSTEAD ACCEDED TO THE CIA'S ALTERNATIVE PRO- 
POSAL: A SPY MISSION TOMEASURE CHINA'S NUCLEAR CAPABIL- 
ITIES. U.S. RECONNAISSANCE SATELLITES WERE STILL UN- 
SOPHISTICATED AT THAT TIME, AND THE EEW IN ORBIT WERE ALL 
MARSHALED INCONVENIENTLY OVER THE SOVIET UNION. SO THE 
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CIA CONCEIVED OF AN AMBITIOUS EXPEDITION TO PLACE A NU- 
CLEAR-POWERED MONITORING DEVICE ON AN INDIAN MOUNTAINTOP 
NEAR SINKIANG, WHERE IT COULD PICK UP SIGNALS FROM CHINA'S 
NUCLEAR TESTS AND TRACK CHINESE NUCLEAR- WARHEAD MISSILES. 
THE CIA SOLICITED AMERICAN CLIMBERS WITH PREVIOUS HIGH 
HIMALAYAN AND ALASKAN EXPERIENCE, AND MANY GLADLY AGREED 
TO HELP. THE CIA'S PROPOSITION INCLUDED A GUARANTEE OF 
$1,000 A MONTH FOR A JOB ESTIMATED TO TAKE ABOUT A YEAR, 

PLUS A FREE AND EXOTIC TRIP, AN EXCITING CLIMB AND A 
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MODEST PATRIOTIC BENEDICTION. MOST CLIMBERS VIEWED THE 
OFFER AS SERENDIPITOUS LUCK. ONE CLIMBER WAS WORKING AT 
TWO JOBS, TRYING TO SUPPORT A FAMILY AND SURVIVE HIS FI- 
NAL YEAR OF GRADUATE SCHOOL. THE CIA MONEY CAME AS A 
WINDFALL. THE AGENCY ALSO INTERCEDED WITH A UNIVERSITY 
DEAN TO DROP SOME ACADEMIC REQUIREMENTS SO HE COULD EARN 
AN EARLY DEGREE. THE CLIMBER ENDED UP SPENDING PART OF 
HIS YEAR "ACCLIMATIZING" AT A HOTEL ON JUNGFRAU IN THE 
SWISS SLPS; HE HAD A NICE VACATION AND WAS NEVER CALLED 
UPON FOR HIMALAYAN DUTY. MOST OF THE OTHERS SHARED 
SIMILAR PERSPECTIVES. "HOW MANY TIMES DO YOU GET A 
CHANCE FOR A FREE BOONDOGGLE?" EXPLAINS ONE. "I'D DO 
IT AGAIN IF THE SAME SITUATION PRESENTED ITSELF. I HAD 
A LOT OF FUN." FOR TWO PREMIER CLIMBERS, HOWEVER, THE 
PROJECT BECAME A THREE- YEAR COMMITMENT. ONE, A BRILLI- 
ANT STUDENT OF THE LIFE SCIENCES, HAD BEEN A TRACK STAR 
IN THE FIFTIES. HE WAS KNOWN FOR HIS DETERMINATION AS 
A CLIMBER. (HE ONCE GRITTED THROUGH AN ENORMOUSLY PAIN- 
FUL LEG FRACTURE WHILE SPIDERING UP MOUNT MCKINLEY). HE 
AND THE CIA WERE MUTUALLY IMPRESSED. "THERE ARE FEW 
TIMES IN A MAN'S LIFE WHEN HE CAN TRULY SAY HE WAS THE 
RIGHT MAN FOR A JOB THAT HIS BEING THERE MADE A DIFFER- 
ENCE." HE LATER WROTE IN A LETTER. "I CAN SAY THAT 
ABOUT MY WORK FOR THE CIA." THE OTHER WAS AN ENGINEER 
AND INVENTOR. HE WAS ALSO THE MOST OPENLY PATRIOTIC OF 
THE GROUP, AND ONE FELLOW CLIMBER DUBBED HIM "THE 
PATRIOT" HE VIEWED THE CIA DEFER AS A SUMMONS TO SERVE 
HIS COUNTRY, AND HE GUARDED HIS INVOLVEMENT IN THE PRO- 
JECT WITH ZEAL. FRIENDS SAY HE DID NOT EVEN TELL HIS 
WIFE THE FULL STORY. SEVERAL YEARS AFTERWARD, BRITISH 
CLIMBER CHRIS BONINGTON SOUGHT HIM OUT FOR ADVICE AS 
BONINGTON WAS ABOUT TO CLIMB CHANGABANG, ANOTHER PEAK 
IN THE SAME HIMALAYAN CLUSTER AS NANDA DEVI. "I DON'T 
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WANT TO KNOW ABOUT YOUR SECRET MISSION," BONINGTON EX- 
PLAINED. "I'D JUST LIKE TO KNOW WHAT THE TERRITORY IS 
LIKE." "YOU MUST BE MISTAKEN," THE PATRIOT REPLIED. 
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"I'VE NEVER BEEN TO THAT PART OE INDIA." DESPITE COAXING, 

HE REEUSED TO SAY ANYTHING ABOUT THE SCENE OE THE PRO- 
JECT. IN ALL, L4 AMERICAN CLIMBERS SIGNED ON WITH THE 
CIA, THOUGH ULTIMATELY ONLY NINE WERE SENT TO INDIA. 

THEY WERE JOINED BY FOUR OE INDIA'S BEST MOUNTAINEERS 
FROM THE 1962 INDIAN EVEREST EXPEDITION. IN ADDITION, 

THE CIA HAD THE UNOFEICIAL COOPERATION OF ITS INDIAN 
COUNTERPART, THE CENTRAL BUREAU OE INVESTIGATION (CBI). 
AMERICAN UNDERCOVER AGENTS ON THE CBI PAYROLL CO-OPTED IN 
DIAN INTELLIGENCE, SETTING UP THE ARRANGEMENT ON AN INEOR- 
MAL BASIS TO PRESERVE THE CIA'S ABSOLUTE AUTHORITY OVER 
THE PROJECT. THE CIA DEMANDED THAT THE CBI, WHICH RELIES 
HEAVILY ON U.S. SPY EXPERTISE, KEEP THE AEEAIR SECRET 
EROM PRIME MINISTER INDIRA GANDHI AND OTHER RANKING 
OEFICIALS OE THE GOVERNMENT THAT THEN RULED INDIA. THE 
CIA WAS CONCERNED THAT THE GANDHI GOVERNMENT MIGHT VETO 
THE PROJECT AS NEEDLESSLY PROVOCATIVE SINCE INDIA'S RE- 
LATIONS WITH CHINA WERE THEN AT THE ELASHPOINT BORDER 
SKIRMISHES ON INDIA'S NORTHERN AND NORTHEASTERN FRONTIERS 
HAD ERUPTED INTO A MINIWAR IN 1962, AND NANDA DEVI, THE 
CIA TARGETED MOUNTAIN, IS NEAR A DISPUTED AREA STILL 
CLAIMED BY BOTH COUNTRIES. THE CIA DID GIVE PRESIDENT 
JOHNSON A GENERAL OUTLINE OE THE PROJECT, BUT THE AGENCY 
ALSO ASKED HIM NOT TO NOTIEY THE GANDHI GOVERNMENT, A 
CIRCUMSTANCE THAT LATER BECAME ANOTHER REASON EOR THE U.S. 
COVERUP. IN LATE 1964 THE AMERICAN CLIMBERS MUSTERED AT 
CIA HEADQUARTERS IN LANGLEY, VIRGINIA, WHERE THEY TOOK 
THE OATH THAT BINDS TOGETHER SPIES EVERYWHERE: NEVER TO 
REVEAL ANYTHING TO ANYONE UNTO DEATH. FROM THERE THEY 
WERE FERRIED TO HARVEY POINT, NORTH CAROLINA, SOME IN A 
SPY PLANE THAT HAD ALL IDENTIEYING NUMBERS AND MARKINGS 
CENSORED EROM THE EUSALAGE AND WINDOWS EXCEPT THE PILOT'S 
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OPAQUED. HARVEY POINT IS AN UNPRETENTIOUS COLLECTION OF 
WEATHERED BARRACKS ON ALBEMARLE SOUND OEE THE ATLANTIC. 
BUT BEHIND THE ERONT GATES IS AHIGH-POWERED CENTER FOR 
MUNITIONS AND EXPLOSIVES TESTING. THE NAVY OPERATES 
THE BASE, THOUGH IT OETEN SHARES THE EACILITIES WITH 
OTHER GOVERNMENT AGENCIES. THE CIA TRAINED ANTI-CASTRO 
CUBANS AT HARVEY POINT BEFORE THE 1961 BAY OE PIGS INVA- 
SION, AND THE AGENCY TOOK THE MOUNTAINEERS THERE EOR A 
CRASH COURSE IN NUCLEAR-AGE ESPIONAGE. BILL MCNEEF, A 
SHORT, WIRY CIA LIFTER, WAS THE CASE OFFICER IN CHARGE. 

HE WAS ASSISTED BY A DEMOLITIONS EXPERT, A FORMER U-2 
PILOT, AN IN-HOUSE SINOLOGIST, A PSYCHIATRIST ARMED WITH 
A POLYGRAPH AND A SQUADRON OF LESSER STRATEGISTS. THE 
TABLEAU WAS CLOAKED IN IMMEDIACY AND INTRIGUE. THE DE- 
MOLITIONS EXPERT CONFIDED THE SUBTELTIES OF PLASTIC EX- 
PLOSIVES, TEACHING THE CLIMBERS HOW TO CARVE AN L-SHAPED 

RECESS IN AN ICY MOUNTAINSIDE TO USE AS A PLATFORM FOR 
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THE TRACKING STATION; AND ANOTHER TECHNICIAN PUT THEM 
THROUGH AN ERECTOR-SET EXERCISE ON HOW TO ASSEMBLE THE 
APPARATUS. BUT MOST OF THE SPY-BOOK GARNISHINGS, ACCOR- 
DING TO ONE CLIMBER, "WERE JUST MEANT TO IMPRESS US-AND 
WASTE A LOT OF TIME." THE PSYCHIATRIST USED HIS LIE DE- 
TECTOR TO THE GROUP ABOUT DRUGS, HOMOSEXUALITY, FIDELITY 
(MARITAL AND NATIONAL), AND, WITH DEDICATED PROFESSIONAL 
MYOPIA, ABOUT ANY FRIENDS WHO MIGHT BE COMMUNISTS. "AF- 
TER A WHILE," ANOTHER CLIMBER RECALLS, "WE SPENT MOST OF 
OUR TIME PLAYING VOLLEYBALL AND DOING SOME SERIOUS 
DRINKING." THE LIQUOR, HE SAYS, HELPED FIGHT THE ENNUI 
OF DRONING, ONE-DIMENSIONAL LECTURES ON THE ASIAN MEN- 
TALITY. TOWARD THE END OF THE SESSION, THE CIA BROUGHT 
IN THE FOUR INDIAN CLIMBERS. THE TWO GROUPS INTRODUCED 
THEMSELVES AND WERE SOON EXCHANGING STORIES OF HIGH AD- 
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VENTURE. AFTER A FEW WEEKS AT HARVEY POINT, THE CLIM- 
BERS WERE FLOWN TO MOUNT MCKINLEY IN ALASKA, AT 20,320 
FEET THE HIGHEST PEAK IN THE 50 STATES. THE NATIONAL 
PARK SERVICE CLOSED OFF THE SOUTH FACE OF MCKINLEY FROM 
OTHER MOUNTAINEERS WHILE THE NEWLY FASHIONED TEAM TESTED 
LOGISTICS. THE WARM-UP DID NOT GO WELL. DISTRESSING 
WEATHER AND OTHER DIFFICULTIES KEPT THEM FROM THE SUMMIT, 
AN UNFRIENDLY OMEN THE CIA CHOSE TO IGNORE. BY FALL 1965 
THE GROUP WAS GATHERED IN NORTHERN INDIA, AND FOR THE 
FIRST TIME THE AMERICANS WERE OBLIGED TO OBSERVE THE AN- 
ONYMITY OF ESPIONAGE. BECAUSE THIS WAS NOT AN OFFICIALLY 
SANCTIONED CLIMB, INDIA'S CBI AGENTS WERE WORRIED THAT 
LOCAL VILLAGERS MIGHT TAKE UNDUE INTEREST IN THE IN- 
CONGRUOUS ASSEMBLY, AND THEY DIRECTED THE AMERICANS TO 
KEEP THEIR FACES AVERTED AND THEIR CONVERSATIONS TO MONO- 
SYLLABLES AS THEY TRAVELER TOWARD THE MOUNTAIN. A HELI- 
COPTER FLEW THE CLIMBERS TO A MEADOW IN THE NANDA DEVI 
SANCTUARY, AND THEY HIKED ACROSS THE SHORT, FRAGILE 
GRASS THE FINAL STEPS TO BASE CAMP. THE SANCTUARY, 

ABOUT 14,000 FEET HIGH AND CIRCUMSCRIBED BY MOUNTAINS, 

MAY BE INDIA'S ONLY REMAINING INVIOLATE RANGE FOR THE 
RARE HIMALAYAN BLUE SHEEP. LIVESTOCK DO NOT COMPETE FOR 
THE VEGETATION, AND FEW HUNTERS HAVE EVER BEEN ALLOWED 
ACCESS. NANDA DEVI, A THRUST OF HIGH-ANGLE ROCK AND 
SNOW, IS AN IMPOSING PRESENCE IN THE UTTAR PRADESH REGION 
NEAR INDIA'S NORTHEASTERN BORDER, ABOUT 500 MILES SOUTH 
AND FOUR MILES ABOVE THE SINKIANG PLANS. ORIGINALLY, 

THE CIA HAD DETERMINED THAT THE HEIGHT OF 27,000 FEET 
WAS NECESSARY TO GIVE ITS TRACKING DEVICE AN EFFICIENTLY 
COMMANDING VIEW OF SINKIANG. BUT AFTER SOME LAST-MINUTE 
SLIDE-RULE MANIPULATION, THE CIA LOWERED ITS SIGHTS TO 
NANDA DEVI'S 25,645-FOOT SUMMIT. NANDA DEVI, WHICH THE 
AGENCY LATER CODE-NAMED "BLUE MOUNTAIN," TAKES ITS NAME 

FROM A GODDESS IN HINDU MYTHOLOGY. ABOVE BASE CAMP, 
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IN THE QUICKENING DUSK, THE CLIMBERS COULD SEE IMMUTABLE 
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ROCKS LADING INTO THE NIGHT AND EACH OTHER, AND BEYOND, 
SHROUDED IN MIST, LONG CHUTES OF SNOW FROSTED THE MOUN- 
TAIN. UNDER THE BEST CONDITIONS NANDA DEVI PRESENTS A 
SERIES OF CLIMBING CHALLENGES, BUT CONDITIONS ARE SELDOM 
EVEN FAIR. WIND, SNOW AND HIGH ANGLE COMBINE TO MAKE 
THE MOUNTAIN RUTHLESS BEYOND ITS SIZE; THE CLIMBERS 
WOULD HAVE TO BE ALERT FOR THE SHIVERING, TYMPANIC BOOM 
THAT ANNOUNCES AVALANCHE. THE CLIMB AHEAD PROMISED TO 
BE MONUMENTAL. ONLY TWO PREVIOUS EXPEDITIONS HAD STOOD 
ON THE PEAK, AND THEY HAD NOT BEEN BURDENED WITH THE EX- 
TRA CIA WEIGHT. IF ANYONE ASKED, THE AMERICAN CLIMBERS 
WERE IN UTTAR PRADESH UNDER THE AUSPICES OF THE AIR FORCE 
HIGH ALTITUDE TEST PROGRAM (HAT), AN APPROPRIATE ACRONYM 
SINCE THE SPECIAL PACK THAT LEFT A WARM SPOT ON THE 
PORTER'S BACKS WAS SHAPED LIKE A STOVEPIPE HAT. THE ME- 
TAL HAT, ABOUT TWO FEET TALL AND THREE FEET AROUND, WAS 
A SNAP (SPACE NUCLEAR AUXILIARY POWER) GENERATOR-THE 
CENTERPIECE OF THE TRACKING DEVICE. WHEN ASSEMBLED, IT 
SAY ON A BASE THAT LOOKED LIKE A STUBBY FLAGPOLE AND WAS 
ATTACHED BY CABLE TO AN ELECTRONIC BOX. THE GENERATOR 
POWERED THE BOX THAT WAS TO RELAY THE ANTENNA'S MONITOR- 
INGS TO A CIA TELEMETRY EXPERT AT THE BASE STATION ABOUT 
40 MILES AWAY. THE KEY TO OPERATION HAT WAS A THIN FUEL 
ROD THAT FIT IN A HOLE RUNNING THROUGH THE CORE OF THE 
SNAP GENERATOR. THE FUEL ROD CONTAINED PLUTONIUM-238, 

A LETHAL NUCLEAR SYNTHETIC THAT PRODUCES HEAT AS IT DE- 
CAYS. THE LAYERS OF METAL AROUND THE FUEL ROD WERE DE- 
SIGNED TO REACH DIFFERENT TEMPERATURES, CREATING AN IM- 
BALANCE TO GENERATE ELECTRICITY. THE FUEL ROD WOULD EX- 
PEND ITSELF IN A MANNER SIMILAR TO A DRY-CELL BATTERY, 

BUT IF THE CIA'S NUCLEAR WIZARDS WERE RIGHT, THE ELEC- 
TRONIC BOX COULD FEED ON THE RADIOACTIVITY FOR 75 YEARS 
OR MORE. THE FUEL ROD ARRIVED AT THE NANDA DEVI BASE 
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CAMP IN A PONDEROUS LEAD LINER, A CONTAINER MUCH TOO 
HEAVY TO ACCOMPANY THE EXPEDITION. THE CLIMBERS COLLECT- 
ED TO WATCH AS THE ROD WAS CAREFULLY INSERTED IN THE 
METAL HAT. "AFTER IT WAS SAFELY IN," SAYS ONE CLIMBER, 

"WE SORT OF TOOK TURNS TOUCHING THE CORE. YOU COULD FEEL 
THE HEAT." THE FORMER TRACK STAR, THE PATRIOT, TWO 
OTHER AMERICAN CLIMBERS, FOUR INDIANS AND THE PORTERS 
FORMED THE FIRST BLUE MOUNTAIN EXPEDITION. THEY SET OUT 
UP THE SOUTH FACE IN SEPTEMBER 1965. THEIR OBJECTIVE 
WAS THE SUMMIT OR A SPOT NEAR THE TOP ON THE NORTH FACE 
OVERLOOKING SINKIANG. BUT THE WEATHER AND THE MOUNTAIN 
CONSPIRED AGAINST THEM. THEY WERE ABOUT 2,000 FEET 
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SHY OF THE SUMMIT WHEN THEY AGREED TO TURN AROUND. 

RATHER THAN UNDO ALL THEIR LABOR, HOWEVER, THEY STORED 
THE CIA CARGO AMONG THE ROCKS TO AWAIT THEIR RETURN. 

A WELL-KNOWN CLIMBER FROM THE 1963 AMERICAN EXPEDITION 
UP EVEREST WAS ADDED TO THE TEAM FOR SPRING 1966. HE 
WAS SKILLED IN ELECTRONICS AND MAP-MAKING. AS THE TEAM 
MANEUVERED BACK UP IN APRIL, HOWEVER, THE NEWEST MEMBER 
SUCKED IN MORE FROSTBITTEN AIR THAN HIS LUNGS COULD EN- 
DURE. HE BEGAN WHEEZING AND SPITTING BLOODY FUZZ AND HAD 
TO TURN BACK WHILE THE OTHERS CONTINUED TOWARD THEIR 
POSITION OF A HALF-YEAR BEEORE. BUT THEIR CACHE WAS GONE, 
SWEPT AWAY UNDER A TORRENT OF MOUNTAIN RUBBLE. A WALL 
OF SNOW AND FRAGMENTS OF CLIFF HAD BROKEN LOOSE FROM 
ABOVE AND COME SURGING DOWN, LEAVING BEHIND A CLUMSY 
ARTISTRY OF RESCULPTURED FURROWS AND HOLLOWS ON THE SPOT 
WHERE THEY NOW STOOD DUMBEOUNDED. THE EXPEDITION BI- 
VOUACKED TO CONTEMPLATE ITS NEXT MOVE. THE PATRIOT 
PERCEIVED THE MISSION IN STRICT MILITARY TERMS AND HE 
VOTED TO RETURN TO BASE CAMP FOR FURTHER ORDERS. BUT 
THE FORMER TRACK STAR DID NOT WANT TO BE DENIED A CHANCE 
TO CONQUER THE REMAINING 2,000 FEET. WHILE THE PATRIOT 
WAITED, HE SCRAMBLED TO THE 25,645-FOOT SUMMIT, A FEAT 
THAT STILL RANKS AS THE HIGHEST SOLO ASCENT BY AN AMERI- 
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CAN-THOUGH, OF COURSE, IT WAS NEVER PUBLICLY RECORDED. 

HE REACHED THE TOP WITHOUT TROUBLE, BUT HIS TRIP DOWN 
WAS MORE TREACHEROUS. AS HE APPROACHED THE CAMP HE LOST 
HIS FOOTING AND WENT SPRAWLING SEVERAL HUNDRED FEET DOWN 
A SNOWY INCLINE, MIRACULOUSLY COMING TO REST, UNHURT, 

JUST SHORT OF A CRADLE OF SHARP ROCKS. NEWS OF THE LOST 
DEVICE SHOOK BILL MCNEEF AND THE OTHER OPERATION HAT 
OFFICERS. THEY DID NOT HAVE TO BE TOLD OF THE SOMBER 
DIPLOMATIC IMPLICATIONS OR OF THEIR IMPERILED CAREERS. 

IF THE HINDU POPULATION EVER LEARNED THAT THE CIA'S NU- 
CLEAR POWER PACK WAS MISSING, MAYBE SHATTERED, IN THE 
GANGES HEADWATERS, THERE WOULD BE AN INEXORABLE HUNT 
FOR SCAPEGOATS BACK IN WASHINGTON. THE SPRING THAW ON 
THE SOUTHERN SLOPE OF NANDA DEVI IS A MAJOR SOURCE OF 
WATER FOR THE GANGES. THE RISHI GANGA RIVER CRASHES DOWN 
THE SLOPE INTO THE DHAULI RIVER, WHICH JOINS THE ALAKAN- 
DA ABOUT 9,000 FEET BELOW NANDA DEVI SANCTUARY. THE 
ALAKNANDA IS ONE OF THE LARGEST TRIBUTARIES FLOWING INTO 
HE GANGES, THE 1,557-MILE DISPENSER OF LIFE FOR A PARCHED 
LAND. THE ALAKNANDA-DHAULI JUNCTURE IS A SACRED PLACE 
THE HINDUS CALL VISHNUPRAYAG. A TEMPLE SITS ON A ROCKY 
LEDGE DIVIDING THE TWO RIVERS, AND FOR HUNDREDS OF YEARS 
HINDU WORSHIPERS, CLINGING TO RINGBOLTS AGAINST THE COLD 
TUG OF THE CURRENT, HAVE PARADED DOWN STONE STEPS INTO 
WATERS FROM NANDA DEVI'S SLOPES. THE CIA LOCATED THE 
DEBRIS OF THE AVALANCHE ON THE MOUNTAIN'S SOUTHERN PRO- 
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FILE ABOUT 3,000 FEET ABOVE THE SANCTUARY. RETRIEVING 
THE SNAP GENERATOR, HOWEVER, POSED UNFAMILIAR PROBLEMS. 
WHAT COULD BE USED, THOUSANDS OF FEET IN THE AIR, TO 
BULLDOZE THROUGH TONS OF ROCK AND SNOW? NCNEFF AND THE 
OTHERS PONDERED THAT, THEN DEVISED A SOLUTION MORE ELE- 
GANTLY CREATIVE THAN THE PROJECT ITSELF. CIA OPERATIVES 
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WERE DISPATCHED TO NEW DELHI, INDIA'S BUSTLING CAPITAL, 

WHERE THEY SHADOWED THE BAZAARS AND HARDWARE SHOPS. 

WHAT THIS UNDERTAKING CALLED FOR WAS A LOCAL GUIDE WHO 
HAD ALWAYS WANTED TO BE A FIREMAN. THE CIA AGENTS WERE 
IN PURSUIT OF RUBBER HOSES, A BLACK WIDE-THROATED KIND 
THAT FIREFIGHTERS USE. EVENTUALLY THEY MANAGED TO BUY 
SEVERAL HOSES, OF VARYING LENGTHS, WHICH UERE HELICOPTER- 
ED BACK TO THE SANCTUARY AND HAULED UP BLUE MOUNTAIN. 
JOINTED TOGETHER, THE HOSES BECAME ONE LONG RUBBER SNAKE 
WITH ITS MOUTH STUCK IN A SLANTING MOUNTAIN STREAM AND 
ITS TAIL SWISHING THROUGH THE RUBBLE. THE DIVERTED WATER 
WAS SUPPOSED TO WASH AWAY THE SNOW AND EXHUME THE NUCLEAR 
TREASURE BELOW. IN THEORY, PERHAPS, THE IDEA HELD TRACES 
OF BRILLANCE. BUT A MOUNTAIN STREAM IS NOT EASILY CON- 
VERTED INTO A FIREPLUG. MUD AND STICKS CLOGGED THE 
OPENING, REQUIRING A FRIGID CLEANING EVERY FEW MINUTES; 

AND WATER PRESSURE AT THE OTHER END WAS EQUAL TO THAT OF 
A BUCKET BEING EMPTIED OUT A FIRST-FLOOR WINDOW. THE 
AWESOME MOUND CREATED BY THE AVALANCHE, ABOUT THE SIZE 
OF A GIZA PYRAMID, STOOD UNMOVED. THE CIA CLEANUP CREW 
SOON REALIZED IT WAS DEFEATED. THAT UNHAPPY REPORT WAS 
SENT TO BASE CAMP AND RADIOED ON TO WASHINGTON. THERE 
A DECISION WAS MADE.THE NUCLEAR DEVICE WAS TO BE ABAN- 
DONED IN THE SNOW WITH THE OPTIMISTIC PRESUMPTION IT 
WOULD STAY THERE. TOP CIA OFFICIALS WERE ANXIOUS TO KEEP 
THE AGENCY'S MISADVENTURE SIMILARLY BURIED. THEY DID NOT 
INFORM PRIME MINISTER GANDHI'S GOVERNMENT, AND THEY 
PRESSURED INDIA'S CBI OFFICERS, WHO WERE COMPROMISED BY 
THEIR EARLIER COMPLICITY, TO MAINTAIN THEIR SILENCE. 

THE CIA ALLEGEDLY ALSO CONCEALED ITS DECISION FROM THE 
LBJ WHITE HOUSE. IN SO DOING, THE AGENCY OPTED FOR A 
LONG-TERM GAMBLE. PLUTONIUM-238 REMAINS DANGEROUSLY 
RADIOACTIVE FOR 300 TO 500 YEARS, AND EVEN IF THE SNAP 
GENERATOR HAD SURVIVED THE AVALANCHE INTACT, ITS OUTER 
SHELL WOULD EVENTUALLY CORRODE AND RELEASE ITS POISONOUS 
CORE. HANDLING OR INHALING PLUTONIUM CAN BE FATAL, AND 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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IT WOULD BE IMPOSSIBLE TO RETRIEVE THE RADIOACTIVE MATER- 
IAL ONCE IT ESCAPED INTO THE SNOW. IF IT REACHED THE 
GANGES RIVER SYSTEM, IT COULD CAUSE CANCER IN ANYONE WHO 
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DRANK EVEN MICROSCOPIC AMOUNTS OR ATE CONTAMINATED FISH. 

IN UTTAR PRADESH, MEANWHILE, A WEARY IRRITATION HAD 
SETTLED OVER OPERATION HAT. THE MEN HAD BEEN UP THE 
MOUNTAIN THREE TIMES, AN UNPLANNED INVESTMENT OF WORK 
AND COURAGE, AND YET IT HAD DEFIED THEM EACH TIME. 

THEIR MISSION WAS UNFULFILLED, AND IN WASHINGTON THE 
PROJECT WAS BEING VIEWED AS A ZERO-TURNED-NEGATIVE. 
EVERYONE WAS ON EDGE. THE CBI AGENTS, ANGRY AND NERVOUS 
ABOUT THE POSITION IN WHICH THE CIA'S DECEIT HAD PLACED 
THEM, GREW ARBITRARY AND SHORT TEMPERED. THE CLIMBERS, 
UNACCUSTOMED TO THE FATUOUS NATURE OF UNDERCOVER WORK, 
BEGAN TO QUESTION OVERALL STRATEGY. A RIFT OPENED IN 
THE CIA RANKS BETWEEN THE CHINESE AND INDIAN SPECIALISTS, 

WHO SEIZED ON THIS EXCUSE TO VENT LONGSTANDING JEALOUSIES. 
AND THE UNCOMPLAINING PORTERS TOOK ABUSE FROM ALL SIDES, 

AS IF THEIR PRESENCE HAD SOMEHOW JINXED AN OTHERWISE 
FLAWLESS PLAN. TENSIONS FLARED. IN THE MIDST OF ONE 
CONFRONTATION ONE AMERICAN CLIMBER LUNGED OVER A DESK 
AND, WITH ONE PUNCH, UPENDED A CBI AGENT FROM HIS CHAIR. 
ANOTHER CLIMBER COMMANDEERED A MILITARY HELICOPTER AT 
THE NANDA DEVI SANCTUARY AND FLEW TO NEW DELHI, 200 
MILES AWAY, FOR AN UNANNOUNCED SHOWDOWN WITH THE HEAD OF 
INDIAN INTELLIGENCE. BOTH CLIMBERS WERE BACK IN THE 
STATES SOON AFTERWARDS. A THIRD AMERICAN, A MAGAZINE 
PHOTOJOURNALIST WHO SERVED AS LIAISON BETWEEN THE CIA 
AND THE CLIMBERS AND WHOSE RECOMMENDATIONS PERSUADED 
MANY CLIMBERS TO ENLIST, HAD QUIT EARLIER IN DISGUST. 

HE HAD FELT INSULTED BY THE AGENCY'S LACK OF APPRECIA- 
TION FOR THE DIFFICULTIES OF MOUNTAINEERING. THE CIA'S 
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TECHNOCRATS HAD CONTINUED TO CHANGE THEIR MINDS ABOUT THE 
ELEVATION NEEDED TO MAKE THE TRACKING DEVICE WORK. THEIR 
FIRST GUESS HAD BEEN 27,000 FEET, THEN 25,500, AND, AFTER 
THE FIASCO AT 23,500, THEY HAD DECIDED 21,000 WOULD BE 
ADEQUATE. WHAT THE CIA DID NOT SEEM TO UNDERSTAND WAS 
THAT, BECAUSE OF DIMINISHING OXYGEN AT HIGH ALTITUDES, 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 21,000 AND 27,000 FEET IN MOUN- 
TAINEERING IS LIKE THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MY FRIEND 
FLICKA AND MOBY DICK IN LITERATURE. WHILE THE CIA WAS 
FLOUNDERING, THE CHINESE WERE BUILDING LAUNCHING PADS 
FOR THEIR NUCLEAR MISSILES THROUGHOUT SINKIANG. ON 
OCTOBER 27TH, 1966, THEY FIRED AN EXPERIMENTAL ROCKET 
FROM A PAD IN CENTRAL SINKIANG, RIGHT UNDER THE NOSE OF 
THE CIAS UNSENSING TRACKING DEVICE. IN EARLY 1967 BILL 
MCNEFF WAS TERMINATED AS THE AGENT IN CHARGE OF OPERATION 
HAT. MOST OF THE CLIMBERS LIKED MCNEFF'S IRISH STREET- 
KID ATTITUDE AND VERNACULAR, AND THEY FELT HE WAS BEING 
UNFAIRLY SINGLED OUT FOR BLAME. BUT MCNEFF'S REMOVAL 
WAS PART OF A FINAL EFFORT TO REHABILITATE THE PROJECT. 
ANOTHER AMERICAN FROM THE PRESTIGIOUS 1963 EVEREST EX- 
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PEDITION HAD BEEN RECRUITED TO HELP REPLACE THE CLIMBERS 
WHO'D LEET, AND ANOTHER MOUNTAIN, NANDA KOT, HAD BEEN 
SELECTED AS THE NEW TARGET. NANDA KOT STANDS ADJACENT 
TO NANDA DEVI AND, TO KEEP ITS SCORE CARD STRAIGHT, THE 
CIA CODE-NAMED IT "RED MOUNTAIN." THE CLIMBERS, HOWEVER, 
HAD NO TROUBLE TELLING THE TWO APART. SHORTER AND SQUA- 
TTER, THE 22,470-FOOT KOT CLEARLY LACKS THE PRODIGIOUS 
FEROCITY OF ITS NEIGHBOR. THE NEW RECRUIT ARRIVED IN 
NEW DELHI IN MARCH 1967, TWO WEEKS AHEAD OF HIS TEAMMATES, 
ALL VETERANS OF BLUE MOUNTAIN AND IN NO RUSH FOR ANY 
EXTRA RECONNOITERING WITH THE TERRAIN. FOR THIS ATTEMPT 
THE INDIANS INSISTED ON EVEN MORE ELABORATE SECURITY 
PRECAUTIONS. ONE AMERICAN, A CIA RADIO OPERATOR, HAD 
SUCH ARID, ALABASTER FEATURES THAT HE WAS CONSPICUOUS 
IN ANY CROWD, BUT, AFTER A HUSHED CONFERENCE, THE INDIANS 
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PRODUCED A DISGUIDE: MAN-TAN, AN AMERICAN DRUGSTORE PO- 
TION THAT FABRICATES A SUNTAN. IT TURNED HIS SKINA 
CAROTENE-BROWN. THE AMERICANS WERE TRUCKED IN LATE- 
NIGHT DARKNESS TO A NEW DELHI MILITARY BASE, FLOWN TO 
A REMOTE AIRPORT IN UTTAR PRADESH, THEN HELICOPTERED 
TO A NANDA KOT BASE CAMP. THE INDIAN CLIMBERS MET 
THEM THERE IN APRIL AND, AS WARM WINDS SOFTENED THE WIN- 
TER AUSTERITY, THE GROUP ROPED UP NANDA KOT, PACKING 
ALONG THE COMPONENTS OF A SUBSTITUTE PLUTONIUM-FUELED 
DEVICE. THEY PROCEEDED CAUTIOUSLY, SEARCHING FOR THE 
BEST ROUTE IN THE BLACK-AND-WHITE PATTERNS, AVOIDING THE 
LONG, PERPENDICULAR CHUTES WHERE AVALANCHES, LOOSENED 
BY THE MORNING SUN, COULD RUMBLE DOWN. THEY WERE ABOUT 
HALFWAY TO THE TOP WHEN A BLIZZARD BLOCKED THEIR WAY. 

THE BAD WEATHER PERSISTED, AND FINALLY THEY HAD TO RE- 
TURN TO CAMP, A HURRIED TRIP THAT WAS INTERRUPTED BY 
ANOTHER CRISES. WITHOUT WARNING AN AVALANCHE TRAPPED 
AND ALMOST KILLED TWO OF THE CLIMBERS. THE TWO MEN 
ESCAPED, HOWEVER, AND A FEW DAYS LATER THE TEAM MOVED 
UP AGAIN. THIS TIME THE CLIMB WAS SUCCESSFUL. THEY 
FOUND A SUITABLE BUMP ON THE NORTH RIDGE AT THE 21,000 
FOOT LEVEL AND, AFTER SOME MINOR REMODELING OF THE AREA, 
THEY SET UP THE TRACKING STATION. IT WORKED. THE 
NUCLEAR BATTERY, STILL WARM TO THE TOUCH IN THE FROSTY 
AIR , HUMMED AND VIBRATED AS THE ANTENNA SCANNED THE 
NORTHERN HORIZON. THECLIMBERS CELEBRATED BRIEFLY, IN 
KEEPING WITH THE OCCASION AND THE CLIMATE, THEN RETRACED 
THEIR PATH DOWNWARD. OPERATION HAT SEEMED OVER. BUT A 
YEAR LATER THE CIA WAS BACK IN UTTAR PRADESH AND YET 
ANOTHER TEAM WAS ASKED TO SCALE RED MOUNTAIN. A WINTER 
STORM HAD LAID SIEGE TO THE CIA'S SPINDLY ALPINE ROBOT 
AND IMPRISONED IT IN A TOMB OF SNOW. THE AGENCY MOUNTED 
A FIFTH EXPEDITION, MADE UP OF INDIANS AND PORTERS, TO 
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DIG OUT AND REPAIR THE DEVICE IN SPRING 1968. THE AN- 
TENNA CONTINUED TO TRANSMIT FROM SINKIANG EOR ANOTHER 
YEAR. BUT, BY THEN, IT WAS NO LONGER NEEDED. THEU.S. 

HAD LAUNCHED A NEW SURV-ILLANCE SATELLITE THAT, ALONG 
WITH OVER-THE-HORIZON RADAR FROM TAIWAN, HAD ASSUMED THE 
TASK OF SCOUTING CHINA'S NUCLEAR MOVEMENTS. THE EOUR 
AMERICAN MOUNTAINEERS FROM THE SUCCESSFUL 1967 EXPEDITION 
RETURNED HOME IN TRIUMPH, THOUGH THE FANEARE HAD TO BE 
RESTRICTED TO A TIGHT CIRCLE OE FRIENDS BECAUSE OF THE 
EARLIER OATHS THEY'D TAKEN. AN IRREPRESSIBLE CIA RECRUIT- 
ER, IMPRESSED WITH ONE CLIMBER 'S SIDELINE ABILITIES AS 
A TINKERER-TECHNICIAN, TRIED TO DRAFT HIM FOR AN ARTIC 
SPY MISSION . BUT HE DECLINED, AND, AS FAR AS IS KNOWN, 

THE AMERICAN ALPINE COMMUNITY'S AFFILIATION WITH THE 
AGENCY CAME TO AN END. ONE OF THE FOUR OPENED A TV 
REPAIR SHOP, ANOTHER WENT INTO THE OUTDOOR-EQUIPMENT 
BUSINESS, AND A THIRD TOOK UP FILMMAKING. THE FORMER 
TRACK STAR'S SKILLS LED THE GOVERNMENT TO OFFER HIM AN 
ASTRONAUT'S UNIFORM. BUT AFTER FIVE LEAVES OF ABSENCE, 
THREE OVERSEAS TRIPS AND 18 MONTHS OF LOST TIME, HE PRE- 
FERRED A CAREER IN ACADEMIA. HE WAS SUBSEQUENTLY STUNNED 
A SHORT WHILE LATER WHEN HE LEARNED THAT THE PENTAGON 
HAD ANOTHER FORM OF GOVERNMENT SERVICE IN MIND FOR HIM, 
THAT IT WASN'T VOLUNTARY AND THAT IT WAS EVEN MORE DAN- 
GEROUS THAN BLUE MOUNTAIN. HE HAD EXPECTED HIS CIA STINT 
TO COMPENSATE FOR TWO YEARS OF ACTIVE MILITARY DUTY, BUT 
THE PENTAGON DISAGREED AND HE FEARED HE WOULD BE SHIPPED 
TO VIETNAM. IN A JUNE 1968 LETTER TO HIS CONGRESSMAN, 

HE PLEADED HIS CASE: "I REALLY THOUGHT THAT AFTER THE 
FINAL AND HIGHLY SUCCESSFUL 1967 EXPEDITION THAT LOGIC 
WOULD TRIUMPH OVER BUREAUCRACY. WHAT I HAVE DONE TO 
SERVE MY COUNTRY SEEMS AT LEAST EQUAL TO OR EXCEEDS THAT 
OF MANY (OTHERS)." THE CONGRESSMAN AGREED BUT ALL HE 
COULD ARRANGE WAS A STATE-SIDE ASSIGNMENT CLOSE TO WHERE 
THE CLIMBER'S WIFE WAS WORKING. AS HE DUTIFULLY PUT IN 
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TWO MORE YEARS, THE EX-SPY HAD TIME TO REFLECT ON WHAT, 

FOR HIM, HAD BEEN THE FINAL EPISODE OF OPERATION HAT. 

THE CIA HAD SUMMONED HIM TO ITS HEADQUARTERS IN EARLY 
1968. HE WAS ESCORTED INTO AN INNER SANCTUM FOR AN 
AUDIENCE WITH VICE-ADMIRAL RUFUS TAYLOR, THE AGENCY'S 
NUMBER-TWO OFFICIAL, AND THEN, IN AN EARNEST CEREMONY, HE 
WAS DECORATED FOR MERITORIOUS SERVICE. AS SOON AS THE 
EPAULET WAS IN PLACE, HOWEVER, A CIA AGENT STEPPED FOR- 
WARD TO UNPIN IT AND RETURN IT TO A LOCKED DRAWER. HE 
COULD NOT KEEP THE MEDAL, TAYLOR TOLD HIM, OR EVEN MEN- 
TION THAT HE'D BEEN GIVEN ONE-BECAUSE IT MIGHT DAMAGE 
THE NATIONAL SECURITY. CHRISTOPHER 
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SUBJECT: ALLEGED CIA ACTIVITY IN INDIA. 

I . THE TEXT OF THE OUTSIDE MAGAZINE ARTICLE ON ALLEGED CIA 
ACTIVITY IN INDIA FOLLOWS: BEGIN TEXT - THE PRISTINE, 

UPPER REACHES OF THE INDIAN HIMALAYA HOLD A DEADLY SECRET. 
DURING A 1965 SPY MISSION THE U.S. CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE 
AGENCY (CIA) LOST A SNAP GENERATOR ON A MOUNTAINSIDE IN 
INDIA'S UTTAR PRADESH STATE, AND THIS NUCLEAR POWER PACK, 
FILLED WITH PLUTONIUM-238, IS STILL THERE. UNTIL THE PLU- 
TONIUM DETERIORATES, WHICH MAY TAKE CENTURIES, THE DEVICE 
WILL REMAIN A RADIOACTIVE MANACE THAT COULD LEAK INTO THE 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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HIMALAYAN SNOW AND INFILTRATE THE INDIAN RIVER SYSTEM 
THROUGH THE HEADWATERS OF THE GANGES. IT IS A HAZARDOUS 
SITUATION" SAYS DR. ARTHUR TAMPLIN, A BIOPHYSICIST FORMERLY 
WITH THE ATOMIC ENERGY COMMISSION. EVERY EFEORT SHOULD BE 
MADE TO RECOVER IT. I DON'T UNDERSTAND WHY THAT WASN'T 
DONE RIGHT AWAY." THE U.S. GOVERNMENT GAVE UP ITS SEARCH 
FOR THE DEVICE AFTER A SHORT-TERM FECKLESS EFEORT. INSTEAD, 
AIDED BY SOME OE AMERICA'S BEST MOUNTAIN CLIMBERS, THE CIA 
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COVERTLY PLACED A SECOND SNAP GENERATOR ON ANOTHER INDIAN 
MOUNTAIN WHERE, AFTER SERVING THE AGENCY'S PURPOSES, IT 
ALSO WAS ABANDONED. THE FOLLOWING ARTICLE IS THE FIRST 
PUBLIC ACCOUNT OF THE ENTIRE MISADVENTURE. IT IS BASED ON 

INFORMATION FROM EIGHT OF 14 MOUNTAINEERS WHO PARTICI- 
PATED IN THE PROJECT AND FROM THREE SOURCES IN THE U.S. 
INTELLIGENCE COMMUNITY. A PACK LOADED WITH A HEAVY METAL 
CONTRAPTION MAKES NO SENSE FOR AN ASCENT INTO THE ICY, 

THIN AIR OF THE HIMALAYA. BUT THIS PACK WAS SPECIAL. IT 
RADIATED A WARMTH THAT SEEMED TO CLING EVEN AFTER THE 
PACK WAS REMOVED. AL THE INDIAN PORTERS WANTED TO CARRY 
IT. THE AMERICANS, WHO KNEW WHAT WAS INSIDE, WERE A 
LITTLE LESS ENTHUSIASTIC. THEY WEREN'T SURE HOW MANY 
RADIOACTIVE ISOTOPES WERE LEAKING OUT WITH THE HEAT. THE 
CLIMBERS WERE CONVOYING PARTS FOR A 125-POUND TRACKING 
DEVICE THEY HOPED TO ASSEMBLE AND MOUNT ATOP NANDA DEVI, 
ONE OF THE TALLEST PEAKS IN INDIA. THEY WERE THE WORK- 
HORSES FOR A CIA OPERATION TO EAVESDROP ACROSS THE BORDER 
INTO CHINA. INSIDE THE PACK WAS THE LATEST IN CIA TECH- 
NOLOGY; A NUCLEAR SNAP GENERATOR TO POWER THE TRACKING 
DEVICE. THE CIA TEAM HAD STARTED UP NANDA DEVI AFTER 
THE AUTUMN MONSOONS OF 1965. BUT RAZOR-SHARP WINDS AND 
UNSEASONAL STORMS DELAYED THEM AND THEN WINTER'S APPROACH 
FORCED THEM TO RETREAT SHORT OF THE TOP. INTENDING TO 
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RETURN IN SPRING TO FINISH THE MISSION, THEY FOUND A 
SHELTERED CRANNY ON THE SOUTHERN LEE OF THE MOUNTAIN 
AND STASHED THE SPECIAL PACK. NOT UNTIL THE NEXT SPRING 
DID THEY DISCOVER THEIR MISCALCULATION. THE CIA GIMMICK- 
RY HAD BEEN LOST IN A CAPRICIOUS WINTER AVALANCHE. THE 
GLACIERS OF NANDA DEVIARE ARE PART OF THE HEADWATERS OF 
THE GANGES, THE HOLY RIVER FOR 450 MILLION HINDUS. FOR 
THE CIA TO HAVE CONTAMINATED INDIA'S HALLOWED WATERS WITH 
PLUTONIUM, OR EVEN TO HAVE RISKED THAT POSSIBILITY, WAS 
AN UNPRECEDENTED BREACH OF THE UNWRITTEN INTERNATIONAL 
NUCLEAR CODE. THE INCIDENT COULD HAVE BEEN FAR MORE 
POLITICALLY EMBARRASSING THAN THE RADIOACTIVE POLLUTION 
THE SOVIET UNION'S COSMOS 954 SATELLITE DOWNED ON NORTH- 
WEST CANADA IN JANUARY I978-EXCEPT THAT THE CIA WAS ABLE 
TO KEEP ITS MISHAP COVERED UP. THE NANDA DEVI PROJECT 
BEGAN AS A SORT OF HIGHMINDED COMPROMISE. CHINA HAD EX- 
PLODED A NUCLEAR BOMB AT LOP NOR IN BARREN SINKIANG PRO- 
VINCE ON OCTOBER I6TH, 1964. IT WAS CHINA'S FIRST NU- 
CLEAR SUCCESS AND ITS REVERBERATIONS WERE FELT IN WASH- 
INGTON. THE U.S. REACTION WAS DIVIDED INTO TWO CAMPS. 

AT THE PENTAGON THERE WAS A TEMPORARY "RED ALERT" WHILE 
THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF, AFRAID THAT CHINA WAS ON THE 
VERGE OF A MILITARY OFFENSIVE, ARGUED FOR A PREVENTIVE 
FIRST STRIKE. AT THE STATE DEPARTMENT THE MORIBUND CHI- 
NESE DESK SAW AN OPPORTUNITY TO OPEN UP TALKS WITH PEKING. 
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PRESIDENT LYNDON JOHNSON DISMISSED BOTH IDEAS AS OPPOSITE 
EXTREMES AND INSTEAD ACCEDED TO THE CIA'S ALTERNATIVE PRO- 
POSAL: A SPY MISSION TOMEASURE CHINA'S NUCLEAR CAPABIL- 
ITIES. U.S. RECONNAISSANCE SATELLITES WERE STILL UN- 
SOPHISTICATED AT THAT TIME, AND THE FEW IN ORBIT WERE ALL 
MARSHALED INCONVENIENTLY OVER THE SOVIET UNION. SO THE 
CIA CONCEIVED OF AN AMBITIOUS EXPEDITION TO PLACE A NU- 
CLEAR-POWERED MONITORING DEVICE ON AN INDIAN MOUNTAINTOP 
NEAR SINKIANG, WHERE IT COULD PICK UP SIGNALS PROM CHINA'S 
NUCLEAR TESTS AND TRACK CHINESE NUCLEAR- WARHEAD MISSILES. 
UNCLASSIPIED 
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THE CIA SOLICITED AMERICAN CLIMBERS WITH PREVIOUS HIGH 
HIMALAYAN AND ALASKAN EXPERIENCE, AND MANY GLADLY AGREED 
TO HELP. THE CIA'S PROPOSITION INCLUDED A GUARANTEE OF 
$1,000 A MONTH FOR A JOB ESTIMATED TO TAKE ABOUT A YEAR, 

PLUS A FREE AND EXOTIC TRIP, AN EXCITING CLIMB AND A 
MODEST PATRIOTIC BENEDICTION. MOST CLIMBERS VIEWED THE 
OFFER AS SERENDIPITOUS LUCK. ONE CLIMBER WAS WORKING AT 
TWO JOBS, TRYING TO SUPPORT A FAMILY AND SURVIVE HIS FI- 
NAL YEAR OF GRADUATE SCHOOL. THE CIA MONEY CAME AS A 
WINDFALL. THE AGENCY ALSO INTERCEDED WITH A UNIVERSITY 
DEAN TO DROP SOME ACADEMIC REQUIREMENTS SO HE COULD EARN 
AN EARLY DEGREE. THE CLIMBER ENDED UP SPENDING PART OF 
HIS YEAR "ACCLIMATIZING" AT A HOTEL ON JUNGFRAU IN THE 
SWISS SLPS; HE HAD A NICE VACATION AND WAS NEVER CALLED 
UPON FOR HIMALAYAN DUTY. MOST OF THE OTHERS SHARED 
SIMILAR PERSPECTIVES. "HOW MANY TIMES DO YOU GET A 
CHANCE FOR A FREE BOONDOGGLE?" EXPLAINS ONE. "I'D DO 
IT AGAIN IF THE SAME SITUATION PRESENTED ITSELF. I HAD 
A LOT OF FUN." FOR TWO PREMIER CLIMBERS, HOWEVER, THE 
PROJECT BECAME A THREE- YEAR COMMITMENT. ONE, A BRILLI- 
ANT STUDENT OF THE LIFE SCIENCES, HAD BEEN A TRACK STAR 
IN THE FIFTIES. HE WAS KNOWN FOR HIS DETERMINATION AS 
A CLIMBER. (HE ONCE GRITTED THROUGH AN ENORMOUSLY PAIN- 
FUL LEG FRACTURE WHILE SPIDERING UP MOUNT MCKINLEY). HE 
AND THE CIA WERE MUTUALLY IMPRESSED. "THERE ARE FEW 
TIMES IN A MAN'S LIFE WHEN HE CAN TRULY SAY HE WAS THE 
RIGHT MAN FOR A JOB THAT HIS BEING THERE MADE A DIFFER- 
ENCE." HE LATER WROTE IN A LETTER. "I CAN SAY THAT 
ABOUT MY WORK FOR THE CIA." THE OTHER WAS AN ENGINEER 
AND INVENTOR. HE WAS ALSO THE MOST OPENLY PATRIOTIC OF 
THE GROUP, AND ONE FELLOW CLIMBER DUBBED HIM "THE 
PATRIOT" HE VIEWED THE CIA OFFER AS A SUMMONS TO SERVE 
HIS COUNTRY, AND HE GUARDED HIS INVOLVEMENT IN THE PRO- 
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JECT WITH ZEAL. FRIENDS SAY HE DID NOT EVEN TELL HIS 
WIFE THE FULL STORY. SEVERAL YEARS AFTERWARD, BRITISH 
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CLIMBER CHRIS BONINGTON SOUGHT HIM OUT FOR ADVICE AS 
BONINGTON WAS ABOUT TO CLIMB CHANGABANG, ANOTHER PEAK 
IN THE SAME HIMALAYAN CLUSTER AS NANDA DEVI. "I DON'T 
WANT TO KNOW ABOUT YOUR SECRET MISSION," BONINGTON EX- 
PLAINED. "I'D lUST LIKE TO KNOW WHAT THE TERRITORY IS 
LIKE." "YOU MUST BE MISTAKEN," THE PATRIOT REPLIED. 

"I'VE NEVER BEEN TO THAT PART OF INDIA." DESPITE COAXING, 

HE REFUSED TO SAY ANYTHING ABOUT THE SCENE OF THE PRO- 
JECT. IN ALL, L4 AMERICAN CLIMBERS SIGNED ON WITH THE 
CIA, THOUGH ULTIMATELY ONLY NINE WERE SENT TO INDIA. 

THEY WERE JOINED BY FOUR OF INDIA'S BEST MOUNTAINEERS 
FROM THE 1962 INDIAN EVEREST EXPEDITION. IN ADDITION, 

THE CIA HAD THE UNOFFICIAL COOPERATION OF ITS INDIAN 
COUNTERPART, THE CENTRAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION (CBI). 
AMERICAN UNDERCOVER AGENTS ON THE CBI PAYROLL CO-OPTED IN 
DIAN INTELLIGENCE, SETTING UP THE ARRANGEMENT ON AN INFOR- 
MAL BASIS TO PRESERVE THE CIA'S ABSOLUTE AUTHORITY OVER 
THE PROJECT. THE CIA DEMANDED THAT THE CBI, WHICH RELIES 
HEAVILY ON U.S. SPY EXPERTISE, KEEP THE AFFAIR SECRET 
FROM PRIME MINISTER INDIRA GANDHI AND OTHER RANKING 
OFFICIALS OF THE GOVERNMENT THAT THEN RULED INDIA. THE 
CIA WAS CONCERNED THAT THE GANDHI GOVERNMENT MIGHT VETO 
THE PROJECT AS NEEDLESSLY PROVOCATIVE SINCE INDIA'S RE- 
LATIONS WITH CHINA WERE THEN AT THE FLASHPOINT BORDER 
SKIRMISHES ON INDIA'S NORTHERN AND NORTHEASTERN FRONTIERS 
HAD ERUPTED INTO A MINIWAR IN 1962, AND NANDA DEVI, THE 
CIA TARGETED MOUNTAIN, IS NEAR A DISPUTED AREA STILL 
CLAIMED BY BOTH COUNTRIES. THE CIA DID GIVE PRESIDENT 
JOHNSON A GENERAL OUTLINE OF THE PROJECT, BUT THE AGENCY 
ALSO ASKED HIM NOT TO NOTIFY THE GANDHI GOVERNMENT, A 
CIRCUMSTANCE THAT LATER BECAME ANOTHER REASON FOR THE U.S. 
COVERUP. IN LATE 1964 THE AMERICAN CLIMBERS MUSTERED AT 
CIA HEADQUARTERS IN LANGLEY, VIRGINIA, WHERE THEY TOOK 
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THE OATH THAT BINDS TOGETHER SPIES EVERYWHERE: NEVER TO 
REVEAL ANYTHING TO ANYONE UNTO DEATH. FROM THERE THEY 
WERE FERRIED TO HARVEY POINT, NORTH CAROLINA, SOME IN A 
SPY PLANE THAT HAD ALL IDENTIFYING NUMBERS AND MARKINGS 
CENSORED FROM THE FUSALAGE AND WINDOWS EXCEPT THE PILOT'S 
OPAQUED. HARVEY POINT IS AN UNPRETENTIOUS COLLECTION OF 
WEATHERED BARRACKS ON ALBEMARLE SOUND OFF THE ATLANTIC. 
BUT BEHIND THE FRONT GATES IS AHIGH-POWERED CENTER FOR 
MUNITIONS AND EXPLOSIVES TESTING. THE NAVY OPERATES 
THE BASE, THOUGH IT OFTEN SHARES THE FACILITIES WITH 
OTHER GOVERNMENT AGENCIES. THE CIA TRAINED ANTI-CASTRO 
CUBANS AT HARVEY POINT BEFORE THE 1961 BAY OF PIGS INVA- 
SION, AND THE AGENCY TOOK THE MOUNTAINEERS THERE FOR A 
CRASH COURSE IN NUCLEAR- AGE ESPIONAGE. BILL MCNEFF, A 
SHORT, WIRY CIA LIFTER, WAS THE CASE OFFICER IN CHARGE. 

HE WAS ASSISTED BY A DEMOLITIONS EXPERT, A FORMER U-2 
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PILOT, AN IN-HOUSE SINOLOGIST, A PSYCHIATRIST ARMED WITH 
A POLYGRAPH AND A SQUADRON OP LESSER STRATEGISTS. THE 
TABLEAU WAS CLOAKED IN IMMEDIACY AND INTRIGUE. THE DE- 
MOLITIONS EXPERT CONFIDED THE SUBTELTIES OP PLASTIC EX- 
PLOSIVES, TEACHING THE CLIMBERS HOW TO CARVE AN L-SHAPED 

RECESS IN AN ICY MOUNTAINSIDE TO USE AS A PLATFORM FOR 
THE TRACKING STATION; AND ANOTHER TECHNICIAN PUT THEM 
THROUGH AN ERECTOR-SET EXERCISE ON HOW TO ASSEMBLE THE 
APPARATUS. BUT MOST OF THE SPY-BOOK GARNISHINGS, ACCOR- 
DING TO ONE CLIMBER, "WERE lUST MEANT TO IMPRESS US-AND 
WASTE A LOT OP TIME." THE PSYCHIATRIST USED HIS LIE DE- 
TECTOR TO THE GROUP ABOUT DRUGS, HOMOSEXUALITY, FIDELITY 
(MARITAL AND NATIONAL), AND, WITH DEDICATED PROFESSIONAL 
MYOPIA, ABOUT ANY FRIENDS WHO MIGHT BE COMMUNISTS. "AF- 
TER A WHILE," ANOTHER CLIMBER RECALLS, "WE SPENT MOST OF 
OUR TIME PLAYING VOLLEYBALL AND DOING SOME SERIOUS 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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DRINKING." THE LIQUOR, HE SAYS, HELPED FIGHT THE ENNUI 
OF DRONING, ONE-DIMENSIONAL LECTURES ON THE ASIAN MEN- 
TALITY. TOWARD THE END OF THE SESSION, THE CIA BROUGHT 
IN THE POUR INDIAN CLIMBERS. THE TWO GROUPS INTRODUCED 
THEMSELVES AND WERE SOON EXCHANGING STORIES OF HIGH AD- 
VENTURE. APTER A FEW WEEKS AT HARVEY POINT, THE CLIM- 
BERS WERE FLOWN TO MOUNT MCKINLEY IN ALASKA, AT 20,320 
FEET THE HIGHEST PEAK IN THE 50 STATES. THE NATIONAL 
PARK SERVICE CLOSED OFF THE SOUTH FACE OF MCKINLEY FROM 
OTHER MOUNTAINEERS WHILE THE NEWLY FASHIONED TEAM TESTED 
LOGISTICS. THE WARM-UP DID NOT GO WELL. DISTRESSING 
WEATHER AND OTHER DIFFICULTIES KEPT THEM FROM THE SUMMIT, 
AN UNFRIENDLY OMEN THE CIA CHOSE TO IGNORE. BY FALL 1965 
THE GROUP WAS GATHERED IN NORTHERN INDIA, AND FOR THE 
FIRST TIME THE AMERICANS WERE OBLIGED TO OBSERVE THE AN- 
ONYMITY OF ESPIONAGE. BECAUSE THIS WAS NOT AN OFFICIALLY 
SANCTIONED CLIMB, INDIA'S CBI AGENTS WERE WORRIED THAT 
LOCAL VILLAGERS MIGHT TAKE UNDUE INTEREST IN THE IN- 
CONGRUOUS ASSEMBLY, AND THEY DIRECTED THE AMERICANS TO 
KEEP THEIR FACES AVERTED AND THEIR CONVERSATIONS TO MONO- 
SYLLABLES AS THEY TRAVELER TOWARD THE MOUNTAIN. A HELI- 
COPTER FLEW THE CLIMBERS TO A MEADOW IN THE NANDA DEVI 
SANCTUARY, AND THEY HIKED ACROSS THE SHORT, FRAGILE 
GRASS THE FINAL STEPS TO BASE CAMP. THE SANCTUARY, 

ABOUT 14,000 FEET HIGH AND CIRCUMSCRIBED BY MOUNTAINS, 

MAY BE INDIA'S ONLY REMAINING INVIOLATE RANGE FOR THE 
RARE HIMALAYAN BLUE SHEEP. LIVESTOCK DO NOT COMPETE FOR 
THE VEGETATION, AND FEW HUNTERS HAVE EVER BEEN ALLOWED 
ACCESS. NANDA DEVI, A THRUST OF HIGH-ANGLE ROCK AND 
SNOW, IS AN IMPOSING PRESENCE IN THE UTTAR PRADESH REGION 
NEAR INDIA'S NORTHEASTERN BORDER, ABOUT 500 MILES SOUTH 
AND FOUR MILES ABOVE THE SINKIANG PLANS. ORIGINALLY, 

THE CIA HAD DETERMINED THAT THE HEIGHT OF 27,000 FEET 
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WAS NECESSARY TO GIVE ITS TRACKING DEVICE AN EFFICIENTLY 
COMMANDING VIEW OF SINKIANG. BUT AFTER SOME LAST-MINUTE 
SLIDE-RULE MANIPULATION, THE CIA LOWERED ITS SIGHTS TO 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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NANDA DEVI'S 25,645-FOOT SUMMIT. NANDA DEVI, WHICH THE 
AGENCY LATER CODE-NAMED "BLUE MOUNTAIN, " TAKES ITS NAME 

FROM A GODDESS IN HINDU MYTHOLOGY. ABOVE BASE CAMP, 

IN THE QUICKENING DUSK, THE CLIMBERS COULD SEE IMMUTABLE 
ROCKS FADING INTO THE NIGHT AND EACH OTHER, AND BEYOND, 
SHROUDED IN MIST, LONG CHUTES OF SNOW FROSTED THE MOUN- 
TAIN. UNDER THE BEST CONDITIONS NANDA DEVI PRESENTS A 
SERIES OF CLIMBING CHALLENGES, BUT CONDITIONS ARE SELDOM 
EVEN FAIR. WIND, SNOW AND HIGH ANGLE COMBINE TO MAKE 
THE MOUNTAIN RUTHLESS BEYOND ITS SIZE; THE CLIMBERS 
WOULD HAVE TO BE ALERT FOR THE SHIVERING, TYMPANIC BOOM 
THAT ANNOUNCES AVALANCHE. THE CLIMB AHEAD PROMISED TO 
BE MONUMENTAL. ONLY TWO PREVIOUS EXPEDITIONS HAD STOOD 
ON THE PEAK, AND THEY HAD NOT BEEN BURDENED WITH THE EX- 
TRA CIA WEIGHT. IF ANYONE ASKED, THE AMERICAN CLIMBERS 
WERE IN UTTAR PRADESH UNDER THE AUSPICES OF THE AIR FORCE 
HIGH ALTITUDE TEST PROGRAM (HAT), AN APPROPRIATE ACRONYM 
SINCE THE SPECIAL PACK THAT LEFT A WARM SPOT ON THE 
PORTER'S BACKS WAS SHAPED LIKE A STOVEPIPE HAT. THE ME- 
TAL HAT, ABOUT TWO FEET TALL AND THREE FEET AROUND, WAS 
A SNAP (SPACE NUCLEAR AUXILIARY POWER) GENERATOR-THE 
CENTERPIECE OF THE TRACKING DEVICE. WHEN ASSEMBLED, IT 
SAY ON A BASE THAT LOOKED LIKE A STUBBY FLAGPOLE AND WAS 
ATTACHED BY CABLE TO AN ELECTRONIC BOX. THE GENERATOR 
POWERED THE BOX THAT WAS TO RELAY THE ANTENNA'S MONITOR- 
INGS TO A CIA TELEMETRY EXPERT AT THE BASE STATION ABOUT 
40 MILES AWAY. THE KEY TO OPERATION HAT WAS A THIN FUEL 
ROD THAT FIT IN A HOLE RUNNING THROUGH THE CORE OF THE 
SNAP GENERATOR. THE FUEL ROD CONTAINED PLUTONIUM-238, 

A LETHAL NUCLEAR SYNTHETIC THAT PRODUCES HEAT AS IT DE- 
CAYS. THE LAYERS OF METAL AROUND THE FUEL ROD WERE DE- 
SIGNED TO REACH DIFFERENT TEMPERATURES, CREATING AN IM- 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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BALANCE TO GENERATE ELECTRICITY. THE FUEL ROD WOULD EX- 
PEND ITSELF IN A MANNER SIMILAR TO A DRY-CELL BATTERY, 

BUT IF THE CIA'S NUCLEAR WIZARDS WERE RIGHT, THE ELEC- 
TRONIC BOX COULD FEED ON THE RADIOACTIVITY FOR 75 YEARS 
OR MORE. THE FUEL ROD ARRIVED AT THE NANDA DEVI BASE 
CAMP IN A PONDEROUS T RAD LINER, A CONTAINER MUCH TOO 
HEAVY TO ACCOMPANY THE EXPEDITION. THE CLIMBERS COLLECT- 
ED TO WATCH AS THE ROD WAS CAREFULLY INSERTED IN THE 
METAL HAT. "AFTER IT WAS SAFELY IN," SAYS ONE CLIMBER, 

"WE SORT OF TOOK TURNS TOUCHING THE CORE. YOU COULD FEEL 
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THE HEAT." THE FORMER TRACK STAR, THE PATRIOT, TWO 
OTHER AMERICAN CLIMBERS, FOUR INDIANS AND THE PORTERS 
FORMED THE FIRST BLUE MOUNTAIN EXPEDITION. THEY SET OUT 
UP THE SOUTH EACE IN SEPTEMBER 1965. THEIR OBJECTIVE 
WAS THE SUMMIT OR A SPOT NEAR THE TOP ON THE NORTH EACE 
OVERLOOKING SINKIANG. BUT THE WEATHER AND THE MOUNTAIN 
CONSPIRED AGAINST THEM. THEY WERE ABOUT 2,000 FEET 
SHY OF THE SUMMIT WHEN THEY AGREED TO TURN AROUND. 

RATHER THAN UNDO ALL THEIR LABOR, HOWEVER, THEY STORED 
THE CIA CARGO AMONG THE ROCKS TO AWAIT THEIR RETURN. 

A WELL-KNOWN CLIMBER FROM THE 1963 AMERICAN EXPEDITION 
UP EVEREST WAS ADDED TO THE TEAM FOR SPRING 1966. HE 
WAS SKILLED IN ELECTRONICS AND MAP-MAKING. AS THE TEAM 
MANEUVERED BACK UP IN APRIL, HOWEVER, THE NEWEST MEMBER 
SUCKED IN MORE FROSTBITTEN AIR THAN HIS LUNGS COULD EN- 
DURE. HE BEGAN WHEEZING AND SPITTING BLOODY FUZZ AND HAD 
TO TURN BACK WHILE THE OTHERS CONTINUED TOWARD THEIR 
POSITION OF A HALF-YEAR BEEORE. BUT THEIR CACHE WAS GONE, 
SWEPT AWAY UNDER A TORRENT OF MOUNTAIN RUBBLE. A WALT. 

OF SNOW AND FRAGMENTS OF CLIFF HAD BROKEN LOOSE FROM 
ABOVE AND COME SURGING DOWN, LEAVING BEHIND A CLUMSY 
ARTISTRY OF RESCULPTURED FURROWS AND HOLLOWS ON THE SPOT 
WHERE THEY NOW STOOD DUMBEOUNDED. THE EXPEDITION BI- 
VOUACKED TO CONTEMPLATE ITS NEXT MOVE. THE PATRIOT 
PERCEIVED THE MISSION IN STRICT MILITARY TERMS AND HE 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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VOTED TO RETURN TO BASE CAMP FOR FURTHER ORDERS. BUT 
THE FORMER TRACK STAR DID NOT WANT TO BE DENIED A CHANCE 
TO CONQUER THE REMAINING 2,000 FEET. WHILE THE PATRIOT 
WAITED, HE SCRAMBLED TO THE 25,645-FOOT SUMMIT, A FEAT 
THAT STILL RANKS AS THE HIGHEST SOLO ASCENT BY AN AMERI- 
CAN-THOUGH, OF COURSE, IT WAS NEVER PUBLICLY RECORDED. 

HE REACHED THE TOP WITHOUT TROUBLE, BUT HIS TRIP DOWN 
WAS MORE TREACHEROUS. AS HE APPROACHED THE CAMP HE LOST 
HIS FOOTING AND WENT SPRAWLING SEVERAL HUNDRED FEET DOWN 
A SNOWY INCLINE, MIRACULOUSLY COMING TO REST, UNHURT, 

JUST SHORT OF A CRADLE OF SHARP ROCKS. NEWS OF THE LOST 
DEVICE SHOOK BILL MCNEEF AND THE OTHER OPERATION HAT 
OFFICERS. THEY DID NOT HAVE TO BE TOLD OF THE SOMBER 
DIPLOMATIC IMPLICATIONS OR OF THEIR IMPERILED CAREERS. 

IF THE HINDU POPULATION EVER LEARNED THAT THE CIA'S NU- 
CLEAR POWER PACK WAS MISSING, MAYBE SHATTERED, IN THE 
GANGES HEADWATERS, THERE WOULD BE AN INEXORABLE HUNT 
FOR SCAPEGOATS BACK IN WASHINGTON. THE SPRING THAW ON 
THE SOUTHERN SLOPE OF NANDA DEVI IS A MAJOR SOURCE OF 
WATER FOR THE GANGES. THE RISHI GANGA RIVER CRASHES DOWN 
THE SLOPE INTO THE DHAULI RIVER, WHICH JOINS THE ALAKAN- 
DA ABOUT 9,000 FEET BELOW NANDA DEVI SANCTUARY. THE 
ALAKNANDA IS ONE OF THE LARGEST TRIBUTARIES ELOWING INTO 
HE GANGES, THE 1,557-MILE DISPENSER OF LIFE FOR A PARCHED 
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LAND. THE ALAKNANDA-DHAULI JUNCTURE IS A SACRED PLACE 
THE HINDUS CALL VISHNUPRAYAG. A TEMPLE SITS ON A ROCKY 
LEDGE DIVIDING THE TWO RIVERS, AND FOR HUNDREDS OF YEARS 
HINDU WORSHIPERS, CLINGING TO RINGBOLTS AGAINST THE COLD 
TUG OE THE CURRENT, HAVE PARADED DOWN STONE STEPS INTO 
WATERS FROM NANDA DEVI'S SLOPES. THE CIA LOCATED THE 
DEBRIS OF THE AVALANCHE ON THE MOUNTAIN'S SOUTHERN PRO- 
FILE ABOUT 3,000 FEET ABOVE THE SANCTUARY. RETRIEVING 
UNCLASSIFIED 

PAGE II STATE 094511 

THE SNAP GENERATOR, HOWEVER, POSED UNFAMILIAR PROBLEMS. 
WHAT COULD BE USED, THOUSANDS OF FEET IN THE AIR, TO 
BULLDOZE THROUGH TONS OF ROCK AND SNOW? NCNEFF AND THE 
OTHERS PONDERED THAT, THEN DEVISED A SOLUTION MORE ELE- 
GANTLY CREATIVE THAN THE PROJECT ITSELF. CIA OPERATIVES 
WERE DISPATCHED TO NEW DELHI, INDIA'S BUSTLING CAPITAL, 

WHERE THEY SHADOWED THE BAZAARS AND HARDWARE SHOPS. 

WHAT THIS UNDERTAKING CALLED FOR WAS A LOCAL GUIDE WHO 
HAD ALWAYS WANTED TO BE A FIREMAN. THE CIA AGENTS WERE 
IN PURSUIT OF RUBBER HOSES, A BLACK WIDE-THROATED KIND 
THAT FIREFIGHTERS USE. EVENTUALLY THEY MANAGED TO BUY 
SEVERAL HOSES, OF VARYING LENGTHS, WHICH HERE HELICOPTER- 
ED BACK TO THE SANCTUARY AND HAULED UP BLUE MOUNTAIN. 
JOINTED TOGETHER, THE HOSES BECAME ONE LONG RUBBER SNAKE 
WITH ITS MOUTH STUCK IN A SLANTING MOUNTAIN STREAM AND 
ITS TAIL SWISHING THROUGH THE RUBBLE. THE DIVERTED WATER 
WAS SUPPOSED TO WASH AWAY THE SNOW AND EXHUME THE NUCLEAR 
TREASURE BELOW. IN THEORY, PERHAPS, THE IDEA HELD TRACES 
OF BRIT .LANCE. BUT A MOUNTAIN STREAM IS NOT EASILY CON- 
VERTED INTO A FIREPLUG. MUD AND STICKS CLOGGED THE 
OPENING, REQUIRING A FRIGID CLEANING EVERY FEW MINUTES; 

AND WATER PRESSURE AT THE OTHER END WAS EQUAL TO THAT OF 
A BUCKET BEING EMPTIED OUT A FIRST-FLOOR WINDOW. THE 
AWESOME MOUND CREATED BY THE AVALANCHE, ABOUT THE SIZE 
OF A GIZA PYRAMID, STOOD UNMOVED. THE CIA CLEANUP CREW 
SOON REALIZED IT WAS DEFEATED. THAT UNHAPPY REPORT WAS 
SENT TO BASE CAMP AND RADIOED ON TO WASHINGTON. THERE 
A DECISION WAS MADE.THE NUCLEAR DEVICE WAS TO BE ABAN- 
DONED IN THE SNOW WITH THE OPTIMISTIC PRESUMPTION IT 
WOULD STAY THERE. TOP CIA OFFICIALS WERE ANXIOUS TO KEEP 
THE AGENCY'S MISADVENTURE SIMILARLY BURIED. THEY DID NOT 
INFORM PRIME MINISTER GANDHI'S GOVERNMENT, AND THEY 
PRESSURED INDIA'S CBI OFFICERS, WHO WERE COMPROMISED BY 
THEIR EARLIER COMPLICITY, TO MAINTAIN THEIR SILENCE. 

THE CIA ALLEGEDLY ALSO CONCEALED ITS DECISION FROM THE 
LBJ WHITE HOUSE. IN SO DOING, THE AGENCY OPTED FOR A 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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LONG-TERM GAMBLE. PLUTONIUM-238 REMAINS DANGEROUSLY 
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RADIOACTIVE FOR 300 TO 500 YEARS, AND EVEN IF THE SNAP 
GENERATOR HAD SURVIVED THE AVALANCHE INTACT, ITS OUTER 
SHELL WOULD EVENTUALLY CORRODE AND RELEASE ITS POISONOUS 
CORE. HANDLING OR INHALING PLUTONIUM CAN BE FATAL, AND 
IT WOULD BE IMPOSSIBLE TO RETRIEVE THE RADIOACTIVE MATER- 
IAL ONCE IT ESCAPED INTO THE SNOW. IF IT REACHED THE 
GANGES RIVER SYSTEM, IT COULD CAUSE CANCER IN ANYONE WHO 
DRANK EVEN MICROSCOPIC AMOUNTS OR ATE CONTAMINATED FISH. 

IN UTTAR PRADESH, MEANWHILE, A WEARY IRRITATION HAD 
SETTLED OVER OPERATION HAT. THE MEN HAD BEEN UP THE 
MOUNTAIN THREE TIMES, AN UNPLANNED INVESTMENT OF WORK 
AND COURAGE, AND YET IT HAD DEFIED THEM EACH TIME. 

THEIR MISSION WAS UNFULFILLED, AND IN WASHINGTON THE 
PROJECT WAS BEING VIEWED AS A ZERO-TURNED-NEGATIVE. 
EVERYONE WAS ON EDGE. THE CBI AGENTS, ANGRY AND NERVOUS 
ABOUT THE POSITION IN WHICH THE CIA'S DECEIT HAD PLACED 
THEM, GREW ARBITRARY AND SHORT TEMPERED. THE CLIMBERS, 
UNACCUSTOMED TO THE FATUOUS NATURE OF UNDERCOVER WORK, 
BEGAN TO QUESTION OVERALL STRATEGY. A RIFT OPENED IN 
THE CIA RANKS BETWEEN THE CHINESE AND INDIAN SPECIALISTS, 

WHO SEIZED ON THIS EXCUSE TO VENT LONGSTANDING JEALOUSIES. 
AND THE UNCOMPLAINING PORTERS TOOK ABUSE FROM ALL SIDES, 

AS IF THEIR PRESENCE HAD SOMEHOW JINXED AN OTHERWISE 
FLAWLESS PLAN. TENSIONS FLARED. IN THE MIDST OF ONE 
CONFRONTATION ONE AMERICAN CLIMBER LUNGED OVER A DESK 
AND, WITH ONE PUNCH, UPENDED A CBI AGENT FROM HIS CHAIR. 
ANOTHER CLIMBER COMMANDEERED A MILITARY HELICOPTER AT 
THE NANDA DEVI SANCTUARY AND FLEW TO NEW DELHI, 200 
MILES AWAY, FOR AN UNANNOUNCED SHOWDOWN WITH THE HEAD OF 
INDIAN INTELLIGENCE. BOTH CLIMBERS WERE BACK IN THE 
STATES SOON AFTERWARDS. A THIRD AMERICAN, A MAGAZINE 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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PHOTOJOURNALIST WHO SERVED AS LIAISON BETWEEN THE CIA 
AND THE CLIMBERS AND WHOSE RECOMMENDATIONS PERSUADED 
MANY CLIMBERS TO ENLIST, HAD QUIT EARLIER IN DISGUST. 

HE HAD FELT INSULTED BY THE AGENCY'S LACK OF APPRECIA- 
TION FOR THE DIFFICULTIES OF MOUNTAINEERING. THE CIA'S 
TECHNOCRATS HAD CONTINUED TO CHANGE THEIR MINDS ABOUT THE 
ELEVATION NEEDED TO MAKE THE TRACKING DEVICE WORK. THEIR 
FIRST GUESS HAD BEEN 27,000 FEET, THEN 25,500, AND, AFTER 
THE FIASCO AT 23,500, THEY HAD DECIDED 21,000 WOULD BE 
ADEQUATE. WHAT THE CIA DID NOT SEEM TO UNDERSTAND WAS 
THAT, BECAUSE OF DIMINISHING OXYGEN AT HIGH ALTITUDES, 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 21,000 AND 27,000 FEET IN MOUN- 
TAINEERING IS LIKE THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MY FRIEND 
FLICKA AND MOBY DICK IN LITERATURE. WHILE THE CIA WAS 
FLOUNDERING, THE CHINESE WERE BUILDING LAUNCHING PADS 
FOR THEIR NUCLEAR MISSILES THROUGHOUT SINKIANG. ON 
OCTOBER 27TH, 1966, THEY FIRED AN EXPERIMENTAL ROCKET 
FROM A PAD IN CENTRAL SINKIANG, RIGHT UNDER THE NOSE OF 
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THE CIAS UNSENSING TRACKING DEVICE. IN EARLY 1967 BILL 
MCNEFF WAS TERMINATED AS THE AGENT IN CHARGE OF OPERATION 
HAT. MOST OF THE CLIMBERS LIKED MCNEFF'S IRISH STREET- 
KID ATTITUDE AND VERNACULAR, AND THEY FELT HE WAS BEING 
UNFAIRLY SINGLED OUT FOR BLAME. BUT MCNEFF'S REMOVAL 
WAS PART OF A FINAL EFFORT TO REHABILITATE THE PROJECT. 
ANOTHER AMERICAN FROM THE PRESTIGIOUS 1963 EVEREST EX- 
PEDITION HAD BEEN RECRUITED TO HELP REPLACE THE CLIMBERS 
WHO'D LEFT, AND ANOTHER MOUNTAIN, NANDA KOT, HAD BEEN 
SELECTED AS THE NEW TARGET. NANDA KOT STANDS ADJACENT 
TO NANDA DEVI AND, TO KEEP ITS SCORE CARD STRAIGHT, THE 
CIA CODE-NAMED IT "RED MOUNTAIN." THE CLIMBERS, HOWEVER, 
HAD NO TROUBLE TELLING THE TWO APART. SHORTER AND SQUA- 
TTER, THE 22,470-FOOT KOT CLEARLY LACKS THE PRODIGIOUS 
FEROCITY OF ITS NEIGHBOR. THE NEW RECRUIT ARRIVED IN 
NEW DELHI IN MARCH 1967, TWO WEEKS AHEAD OF HIS TEAMMATES, 
ALL VETERANS OF BLUE MOUNTAIN AND IN NO RUSH FOR ANY 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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EXTRA RECONNOITERING WITH THE TERRAIN. FOR THIS ATTEMPT 
THE INDIANS INSISTED ON EVEN MORE ELABORATE SECURITY 
PRECAUTIONS. ONE AMERICAN, A CIA RADIO OPERATOR, HAD 
SUCH ARID, ALABASTER FEATURES THAT HE WAS CONSPICUOUS 
IN ANY CROWD, BUT, AFTER A HUSHED CONFERENCE, THE INDIANS 
PRODUCED A DISGUIDE: MAN-TAN, AN AMERICAN DRUGSTORE PO- 
TION THAT FABRICATES A SUNTAN. IT TURNED HIS SKINA 
CAROTENE-BROWN. THE AMERICANS WERE TRUCKED IN LATE- 
NIGHT DARKNESS TO A NEW DELHI MILITARY BASE, FLOWN TO 
A REMOTE AIRPORT IN UTTAR PRADESH, THEN HELICOPTERED 
TO A NANDA KOT BASE CAMP. THE INDIAN CLIMBERS MET 
THEM THERE IN APRIL AND, AS WARM WINDS SOFTENED THE WIN- 
TER AUSTERITY, THE GROUP ROPED UP NANDA KOT, PACKING 
ALONG THE COMPONENTS OF A SUBSTITUTE PLUTONIUM-FUELED 
DEVICE. THEY PROCEEDED CAUTIOUSLY, SEARCHING FOR THE 
BEST ROUTE IN THE BLACK-AND-WHITE PATTERNS, AVOIDING THE 
LONG, PERPENDICULAR CHUTES WHERE AVALANCHES, LOOSENED 
BY THE MORNING SUN, COULD RUMBLE DOWN. THEY WERE ABOUT 
HALFWAY TO THE TOP WHEN A BLIZZARD BLOCKED THEIR WAY. 

THE BAD WEATHER PERSISTED, AND FINALLY THEY HAD TO RE- 
TURN TO CAMP, A HURRIED TRIP THAT WAS INTERRUPTED BY 
ANOTHER CRISES. WITHOUT WARNING AN AVALANCHE TRAPPED 
AND ALMOST KILLED TWO OF THE CLIMBERS. THE TWO MEN 
ESCAPED, HOWEVER, AND A FEW DAYS LATER THE TEAM MOVED 
UP AGAIN. THIS TIME THE CLIMB WAS SUCCESSFUL. THEY 
FOUND A SUITABLE BUMP ON THE NORTH RIDGE AT THE 21,000 
FOOT LEVEL AND, AFTER SOME MINOR REMODELING OF THE AREA, 
THEY SET UP THE TRACKING STATION. IT WORKED. THE 
NUCLEAR BATTERY, STILL WARM TO THE TOUCH IN THE FROSTY 
AIR , HUMMED AND VIBRATED AS THE ANTENNA SCANNED THE 
NORTHERN HORIZON. THECLIMBERS CELEBRATED BRIEFLY, IN 
KEEPING WITH THE OCCASION AND THE CLIMATE, THEN RETRACED 
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THEIR PATH DOWNWARD. OPERATION HAT SEEMED OVER. BUT A 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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YEAR LATER THE CIA WAS BACK IN UTTAR PRADESH AND YET 
ANOTHER TEAM WAS ASKED TO SCALE RED MOUNTAIN. A WINTER 
STORM HAD LAID SIEGE TO THE CIA'S SPINDLY ALPINE ROBOT 
AND IMPRISONED IT IN A TOMB OF SNOW. THE AGENCY MOUNTED 
A EIFTH EXPEDITION, MADE UP OF INDIANS AND PORTERS, TO 

DIG OUT AND REPAIR THE DEVICE IN SPRING 1968. THE AN- 
TENNA CONTINUED TO TRANSMIT FROM SINKIANG FOR ANOTHER 
YEAR. BUT, BY THEN, IT WAS NO LONGER NEEDED. THEU.S. 

HAD LAUNCHED A NEW SURV-ILLANCE SATELLITE THAT, ALONG 
WITH OVER-THE-HORIZON RADAR FROM TAIWAN, HAD ASSUMED THE 
TASK OF SCOUTING CHINA'S NUCLEAR MOVEMENTS. THE FOUR 
AMERICAN MOUNTAINEERS FROM THE SUCCESSFUL 1967 EXPEDITION 
RETURNED HOME IN TRIUMPH, THOUGH THE FANFARE HAD TO BE 
RESTRICTED TO A TIGHT CIRCLE OF FRIENDS BECAUSE OF THE 
EARLIER OATHS THEY'D TAKEN. AN IRREPRESSIBLE CIA RECRUIT- 
ER, IMPRESSED WITH ONE CLIMBER 'S SIDELINE ABILITIES AS 
A TINKERER-TECHNICIAN, TRIED TO DRAFT HIM FOR AN ARTIC 
SPY MISSION . BUT HE DECLINED, AND, AS FAR AS IS KNOWN, 

THE AMERICAN ALPINE COMMUNITY'S AFFILIATION WITH THE 
AGENCY CAME TO AN END. ONE OF THE FOUR OPENED A TV 
REPAIR SHOP, ANOTHER WENT INTO THE OUTDOOR-EQUIPMENT 
BUSINESS, AND A THIRD TOOK UP FILMMAKING. THE FORMER 
TRACK STAR'S SKILLS LED THE GOVERNMENT TO OFFER HIM AN 
ASTRONAUT'S UNIFORM. BUT AFTER FIVE LEAVES OF ABSENCE, 
THREE OVERSEAS TRIPS AND 18 MONTHS OF LOST TIME, HE PRE- 
FERRED A CAREER IN ACADEMIA. HE WAS SUBSEQUENTLY STUNNED 
A SHORT WHILE LATER WHEN HE LEARNED THAT THE PENTAGON 
HAD ANOTHER FORM OF GOVERNMENT SERVICE IN MIND FOR HIM, 
THAT IT WASN'T VOLUNTARY AND THAT IT WAS EVEN MORE DAN- 
GEROUS THAN BLUE MOUNTAIN. HE HAD EXPECTED HIS CIA STINT 
TO COMPENSATE FOR TWO YEARS OF ACTIVE MILITARY DUTY, BUT 
THE PENTAGON DISAGREED AND HE FEARED HE WOULD BE SHIPPED 
TO VIETNAM. IN A JUNE 1968 LETTER TO HIS CONGRESSMAN, 

HE PLEADED HIS CASE: "I REALLY THOUGHT THAT AFTER THE 
FINAL AND HIGHLY SUCCESSFUL 1967 EXPEDITION THAT LOGIC 
UNCLASSIFIED 
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WOULD TRIUMPH OVER BUREAUCRACY. WHAT I HAVE DONE TO 
SERVE MY COUNTRY SEEMS AT LEAST EQUAL TO OR EXCEEDS THAT 
OF MANY (OTHERS)." THE CONGRESSMAN AGREED BUT ALL HE 
COULD ARRANGE WAS A STATE-SIDE ASSIGNMENT CLOSE TO WHERE 
THE CLIMBER'S WIFE WAS WORKING. AS HE DUTIFULLY PUT IN 
TWO MORE YEARS, THE EX-SPY HAD TIME TO REFLECT ON WHAT, 

FOR HIM, HAD BEEN THE FINAL EPISODE OF OPERATION HAT. 

THE CIA HAD SUMMONED HIM TO ITS HEADQUARTERS IN EARLY 
1968. HE WAS ESCORTED INTO AN INNER SANCTUM FOR AN 
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AUDIENCE WITH VICE-ADMIRAL RUFUS TAYLOR, THE AGENCY'S 
NUMBER-TWO OFFICIAL, AND THEN, IN AN EARNEST CEREMONY, HE 
WAS DECORATED FOR MERITORIOUS SERVICE. AS SOON AS THE 
EPAULET WAS IN PLACE, HOWEVER, A CIA AGENT STEPPED FOR- 
WARD TO UNPIN IT AND RETURN IT TO A LOCKED DRAWER. HE 
COULD NOT KEEP THE MEDAL, TAYLOR TOLD HIM, OR EVEN MEN- 
TION THAT HE'D BEEN GIVEN ONE-BECAUSE IT MIGHT DAMAGE 

THE NATIONAL SECURITY. CHRISTOPHER UNQUOTE CHRISTOPHER 

UNCLASSIFIED 


« END OF DOCUMENT » 
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